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The Enlightenment Afar: The Economic
Thought of Thomas Hepburn and
Eighteenth-Century Orkney (2)
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A tract titled A Letter to a Gentleman from his Friend in Orkney,
containing the True Causes of the Poverty of that Country (1760), by
Thomas Hepburn (1727?-77), a little-known Orkney Presbyterian minister,
casts new light on the Moderate economic thought of the Church of
Scotland in the eighteenth century. Written in 1757, Hepburn's Letter
lively described from his own ¯rsthand experience why the Orkneys were
left in poverty, in contrast with mainland Scotland becoming increasingly
wealthy under the Union of 1707.
Throughout his Letter, Hepburn held local Orkney lairds responsible
for poverty in Orkney. Especially, Hepburn criticised the widespread
oppression by the lairds, and their faction in a lawsuit called the
Pundlar Process ongoing in Edinburgh at that time, in which the
lairds as plainti®s alleged that the weights by which the feu-duties
were payable to the Earl of Morton had been augmented no less than
three-¯fths above the original standard in the Earldom estates. In
due course, Hepburn defended Morton, whose business-like resolve to
introduce modern standards suitable for the new, expanding market
economy under the Union, provoked a widespread resistance among the
local lairds.
Richard Sher has argued that the economic thought of the Moderate
literati of Edinburgh, where `improvement' was most advanced, could
be characterised by their primary concern for the moral and social
rami¯cations of economic development. Eighteenth-century Scotland,
however, `improved' unevenly from region to region, and consequently,
the economic thought of the Moderates of Edinburgh had a wider,
nationwide scope and more various concerns. These included the root
cause of poverty in the remote islands like the Orkneys, where the
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bene¯ts of `improvement' and expanding commerce had not yet been
felt.
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